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The Improbable World 

Although it is cleac that "social 
science" is a vigorous ally of Technopoly and must therefore be 

regarded with a hostile eye, I occasionally pay my respects to 
its bloated eminence by inflicting a small experiment on some 

of my colleagues. Like many other social-science experiments, 
this one is based on deceit and exploitation, and I must rely on 
the reader's sense of whimsy to allow its point to come through. 

The experiment is best conducted in the morning when I see 

a colleague who appears not to be in possession of a copy of 
The New York Times. "Did you read the Times this morning?" 
I ask. If my colleague says, "Yes," there is no experiment that 
day. But if the answer is "No," the experiment can proceed . 
"You ought to check out Section C today," I say. "There's a 
fascinating article about a study done at the University of 
Minnesota." "Really? What's it about?" is the usual reply. The 

choices at this point are almost endless, but there are two that 
produce rich results. The first: "Well, they did this study to find 

out what foods are best to eat for losing weight, and it turns out 
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that a normal diet supplemented by chocolate eclairs eaten three 
times a day is the best approach. It seems that there's some 

special nutrient in the eclairs-encomial dyoxin-that actually 
uses up calories at an incredible rate." 

The second changes the theme and, from the start, the uni
versity: "The neurophysiologists at Johns Hopkins have uncov
ered a connection between jogging and reduced intelligence. 
They tested more than twelve hundred people over a period of 
five years, and found that as the number of hours people jogged 

increased there was a statistically significant decrease in their 
intelligence. They don't know exactly why, but there it is." 

My role in the experiment, of course, is to report something 
quite ridiculous-one might say, beyond belief. If I play my role 

with a sense of decorum and collegial intimacy, I can achieve 

results worth reporting: about two-thirds of the victims will 
believe or at least not wholly disbelieve what I have told them. 
Sometimes they say, "Really? Is that possible?" Sometimes they 
do a double-take and reply, "Where'd you say that study was 
done?" And sometimes they say, "You know, I've heard some
thing like that." I should add that for reasons that are probably 
worth exploring I get the clearest cases of credulity when I use 

the University of Minnesota and Johns Hopkins as my sources 
of authority; Stanford and MIT give only fair results. 

There are several conclusions that might be drawn from these 
results, one of which was expressed by H. L. Mencken fifty 
years ago, when he said that there is no idea so stupid that you 
can't find a professor who will believe it. This is more an 
accusation than an explanation, although there is probably 
something to it. (I have, however, tried this experiment on 
nonprofessors as well, and get roughly the same results.) An
other possible conclusion was expressed by George Bernard 

Shaw, also about fifty years ago, when he wrote that the aver
age person today is about as credulous as was the average 
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person in the Middle Ages. In the Middle Ages, people believed 
in the authority of their religion, no matter what. Today, we 

believe in the authority of our science, no matter what. 
However, there is still another possibility, related to Shaw's 

point but off at a right angle to it. It is, in any case, more 

relevant to understanding the sustaining power of Technopoly. 
I mean that the world we live in is very nearly incomprehensible

to most of us. There is almost no fact, whether actual or imag
ined, that will surprise us for very long, since we have no 

comprehensive and consistent picture of the world that would 
make the fad appear as an unacceptable contradiction. We 

believe because there is no reason not to believe. And I assume 

that the reader does not need the evidence of my comic excur
sion into the suburbs of social science to recognize this. Abetted 
by a form of education that in itself has been emptied of any 
coherent world-view, Technopoly deprives us of the social, 
political, historical, metaphysical, logical, or spiritual bases for 

knowing what is beyond belief. 
That is especially the case with technical facts. Since this book 

is filled with a variety of facts, I would hardly wish to shake 

confidence in them by trying my experiment on the reader. But 

if I informed you that the paper on which this book is printed 
was made by a special process which uses the skin of a pickled 
herring, on what grounds would you dispute me? For all you 
know-indeed, for all I know-the skin of a pickled herring 
could have made this paper. And if the facts were confirmed by 
an industrial chemist who described to us some incomprehensi
ble process by which it was done (employing, of course, en
comial dyoxin), we might both believe it. Or not wholly 
disbelieve it, since the ways of technology, like the ways of 
God, are awesome and mysterious. 

Perhaps I can get a bit closer to the point with an analogy. 
If you open a brand-new deck of cards and start turning the 

cards over, one by one, you can get a pretty firm idea of what 
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their order is. After you have gone from the ace of spades 

through to the nine of spades, you expect a ten of spade� to 

come up next. And if the three of diamonds appears, you are 

surprised and wonder what kind of deck of cards this is. But if 
I give you a deck that had been shuffled twenty times and then 

ask you to tum the cards over, you do not expect any card in 

particular-a three of diamonds would be just as likely as a ten 
of spades. Having no expectation of a pattern, no basis for 
assuming a given order, you have no reason to read with 
incredulity or even surprise to whatever card turns up. 

The belief system of a tool-using culture is rather like a 

brand-new deck of cards. Whether it is a culture of technological 

simplicity or sophistication, there always exists a more or less 

comprehensive, ordered world-view, resting on a set of meta
physical or theological assumptions. Ordinary men and women 

might not clearly grasp how the harsh realities of their lives fit 
into the grand and benevolent design of the universe, but they 
have no doubt thaUhere is such a design, and their priests and 
shamans are well able, by deduction from a handful of princi
ples, to make it, if not wholly rational, at least coherent. The 

medieval period was a particularly clear example of this point. 
How comforting it must have been to have a priest explain the 

meaning of the death of a loved one, of an accident, or of a piece 

of good fortune. To live in a world in which there were no 

random events-in which everything was, in theory, compre
hensible; in which every ad of nature was infused with mean
ing-is an irreplaceable gift of theology. The role of the church 
in premodem Europe was to keep the deck of cards in reason
able order, which is why Cardinal Bellarmine and other prelates 

tried to prevent Galileo from shuffling tl:-.e deck. As we know, 
they could not, and with the emergence of technocracies moral 

and intellectual coherence began to unravel. 
What was being lost was not immediately apparent. The 

decline of the great narrative of the Bible, which had provided 
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answers to both fundamental and practical questions, was ac
companied by the rise of the great narrative of Progress. The 
faith of those who believed in Progress was based on the 
assumption that one could discern a purpose to the human 

enterprise, even without the theological scaffolding that sup

ported the Christian edifice of belief. Science and technology 

were the chief instruments of Progress, and in their accumula
tion of reliable information about nature they would bring 

ignorance, superstition, and suffering to an end. As it turned 

out, technocracies did not disappoint Progress. In sanitation, 

pharmacology, transportation, production, and communication, 
spectacular improvements were made possible by a Niagara of 

information generated by just such institutions as Francis Bacon 

had imagined. Technocracy was fueled by information-about 
the structure of nature as well as the structure of the human soul. 

But the genie that came out of the bottle proclaiming that 

information was the new god of culture was a deceiver. It 

solved the problem of information scarcity, the disadvantages 

of which were obvious. But it gave no warning about the 

dangers of information glut, the disadvantages of which were 

not seen so clearly. The long-range result-information 

chaos-has produced a culture somewhat like the shuffled deck 

of cards I referred to. And what is strange is that so few have 

noticed, or if they have noticed fail to recognize the source of 

their distress. You need only ask yourself, What is the problem 

in the Middle East, or South Africa, or Northern Ireland? Is it 

lack of information that keeps these conflicts at fever pitch? Is 

it lack of information about how to grow food that keeps 

millions at starvation levels? Is it lack of information that brings 

soaring crime rates and physical decay to our cities? Is it lack of 

information that leads to high divorce rates and keeps the beds 

of mental institutions filled to overflowing? 
The fact is, there are very few political, social, and especially 

personal problems that arise because of insufficient information. 
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Nonetheless, as incomprehensible problems mount, as the con
cept of progress fades, as meaning itself becomes suspect, the 
Technopolist stands firm in believing that what the world needs 
is yet more information. It is like the joke about the man who 
complains that the food he is being served in a restaurant is 

inedible and also that the portions are too small. But, of course, 
what we are dealing with here is no joke. Attend any conference 

on telecommunications or computer technology, and you will 
be attending a celebration of innovative machinery that gener

ates, stores, and distributes more information, more conve

niently, at greater speeds than ever before. To the question 
"What problem does the information solve?" the answer is 

usually "How to generate, store, and distribute more informa

tion, more conveniently, at greater speeds than ever before." 
This is the elevation of information to a metaphysical status: 

information as both the means and end of human creativity. In 

Technopoly, we are driven to fill our lives with the quest to 
"access" information. For what purpose or with what limita

tions, it is not for us to ask; and we are not accustomed to 

asking, since the problem is unprecedented. The world has 
never before been confronted with information glut and has 

hardly had time to reflect on its consequences. 

As with so many of the features of all that is modem, the 
origins of information glut can be traced many centuries back. 

Nothing could be more misleading than the claim that computer 

technology introduced the age of information. The printing 

press began that age in the early sixteenth century. 1 Forty years 
after Gutenberg converted an old wine press into a printing 

machine with movable type, there were presses in 110 cities in 
six different countries. Fifty years after the press was invented, 

more than eight million books had been printed, almost all of 

them filled with information that had previously been unavail
able to the average person. There were books on law, agricul

ture, politics, exploration, metallurgy, botany, linguistics, 












